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The purpose of this investigation was to; (a) examine what experienced SPCs perceived to be the necessary components of the sport psychology consulting relationship, and (b) examine individual contributions of the SPC and client to the consulting relationship. Purposeful sampling was used to recruit 10 experienced SPCs (8 male and 2 female, M age = 50.44 years, M years consulting experience = 21.67 years) who held current sport psychology accreditation/certification and who had considerable consulting experience. Following individual interviews, extensive content analysis revealed that the sport psychology consulting relationship was reflective of (a) rapport, (b) respect, (c) trust, (d) a partnership, and (e) a positive impact on the client. Members of the consulting relationship made individual contributions to the relationship; SPCs contributed; (a) honesty, (b) commitment, (c) knowledge and expertise, (d) counselling skills, and (e) professional ethical behavior. With clients contributing; (a) openness to change, (b) honesty, and (c) willingness to work. 
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Ultimately It Comes Down To The Relationship: Experienced Consultants’ Views Of Effective Sport Psychology Consulting 
The relationship between the sport psychology consultant (SPC) and the clients they are consulting with has been regarded by a number of authors as a significant component in successful and effective sport psychology consulting (Andersen, 2000; Andersen & Williams-Rice, 1996; Petitpas, Giges, & Danish, 1999; Sharp & Hodge, 2011, 2013). The consulting relationship is perceived by many to have a positive impact on the outcome of intervention work (e.g., Giges, Petitpas, & Vernacchia, 2004; Orlick & Partington, 1987, Sharp & Hodge, 2011, 2013), however there is limited empirical research to date examining the characteristics of effective consulting relationships between SPCs and the clients they consult with. 
Within the counselling and psychotherapy literatures the therapeutic relationship between therapist and client has long been a topic of research interest. Although there are many differences among the conceptualisation of the therapeutic relationship (also known as therapeutic alliance, working alliance, therapeutic bond, working relationship, and helping alliance; Shick Tryon, Blackwell, & Hammel, 2007), most perceive this relationship to be an essential element of the therapeutic process, and one that has consistently been found to be related to therapeutic outcome (Martin, Garske, & Davis, 2000). However, as with most relationships defining the therapeutic relationship has proved challenging, as it differs greatly from everyday relationships in that a therapist is responsible to facilitate change and not necessarily to keep clients happy and comfortable (Callaghan, Naugle, & Follett, 1996). Gelso and Carter (1985) proposed a working definition of the relationship as “the feelings and attitudes that counselling participants have toward one another and the manner in which these are expressed” (p.159). While others have emphasised the client-therapist collaboration and agreement on the goals and tasks of therapy (Horvath & Bedi, 2002), as well as an emotional connection between client and therapist (Martin et al., 2000). 
Despite the variation in focus across the range of theoretical definitions of the relationship, most propose three common themes; (a) the collaborative nature of the relationship; (b) the affective bond between patient and therapist; and (c) the patient’s and therapist’s agreement on treatment goals and tasks (Bordin, 1979; Tryon et al., 2007). Rogers (1957) believed that three conditions needed to exist within the consulting relationship for personality change to occur: the therapist must communicate unconditional positive regard, empathic understanding, and unconditional positive regard toward the client. Rogers’ conditions provided the foundation for a large body of research examining therapist effectiveness based on these three conditions. (Beutler, Malik, Alimohamed, Harwood, Talebi, & Noble, 2004).
 Alternatively, Bordin (1979, 1994) proposed a theory that described the working therapeutic alliance as the key to the change process. The essence of Bordin’s work was based on the degree to which the therapeutic dyad is engaged in collaborative, purposive work. Specifically, the alliance is purposive therapy, but it is also a reciprocal and interactive relationship where both dyad members are working together to address the needs of the client (Hatcher & Barends, 2006). Bordin (1979, 1994) proposed three key concepts of a working alliance: (a) the mutuality or agreement of goals of therapy, (b) the agreement regarding the tasks and responsibilities of each therapy partner, and supporting these, (c) the personal bond between therapist and client. 
In one of the few published papers to discuss the working alliance within sport and exercise psychology, Petitpas et al. (1999) discussed the need for “sport and exercise psychology programs to place more emphasis on understanding the dynamics inherent in an interactive helping relationship” (p.352). Furthermore, these researchers discussed the need for SPCs to develop an understanding of not only “what they are doing, but how they do it” (p. 352). Considering Petitpas et al’s argument and the work of Danish, Petitpas, and Hale (1992) given that the working alliance is such a central part of counselling and psychotherapy, and that it influences treatment outcome it seems important that practitioners and researchers within sport psychology consider the application of these principles within their work. Given the limited discussion of the working alliance within sport psychology literature to date, there is a clear need for further exploration of the components of the working alliance within applied sport psychology.
Effective sport psychology consulting
In recent years, substantial progress has been made in identifying the qualities and characteristics necessary for effective sport psychology consulting from both the athlete’s and SPC’s perspective (e.g., Anderson, Miles, Robinson, &Mahoney, 2004; Lubker, Visek, Geer, & Watson, 2008; Orlick & Partington, 1987; Sharp & Hodge, 2011).  Sharp and Hodge (2011) reported that effective SPCs were able to demonstrate confidence to build a professional, respectful relationship with their client and had the knowledge to develop and sustain a strong, balanced, and collaborative relationship that met their client’s needs. The sport psychology relationship between SPC and client has previously been identified as a fundamental factor for the start of the consulting process (Poczardowski & Sherman, 2011) while also being highlighted as a useful tool in supporting performance enhancement interventions (Henschen, 1991; Ravizza, 1988). In a novel examination of consulting relationships between SPCs and sport coaches, trust was found to be a key component to an effective consulting relationship with trust established through clarification of boundaries of confidentiality (Sharp & Hodge, 2013). Interestingly, it was noted that the interpersonal skills demonstrated by SPCs can be perceived by clients as friendly behaviour and therefore can further highlighted the importance of ensuring professional and ethical boundaries are maintained in relationships (Sharp & Hodge, 2013). More recently, experienced consultants working at elite sporting events reported consulting effectiveness to be reflective of building a relationship with clients that; (a) had a positive impact on the individual and, (b) the client was both happy with and continued to develop (citation removed for blind review). 
Purpose
Researchers have previously argued the need for “understanding and communicating what professional decision makers do and how they do it well” (Smith, Shanteau, & Johnson, 2004, p. 4). Linked to the aims of the present investigation, there is limited information to date on what experienced professional SPCs perceive to be essential for the development of the consulting relationship and what the contributions of individuals (both SPC and client) are within this relationship. With so much theoretical and empirical support for the therapeutic relationship and its components within counselling and psychotherapy literatures, it is surprising that sport psychology researchers have not  investigated the applicability of this issue within sport psychology consulting in any depth. Therefore the aim of the current investigation is to; (a) examine what experienced SPCs perceived to be the necessary components of an effective sport psychology consulting relationship, and (b) examine the individual contributions of the SPC and client to the consulting relationship.
Method
This investigation adopted a qualitative approach to draw upon the knowledge of experienced SPCs (further clarification of participants provided below). Researchers have previously argued that authors have a responsibility for being fully transparent about the methods employed within their research while also demonstrating they fully understand the ontologogical and epistemological assumptions underpinning their research (Weed, 2009). With this in mind, the current investigation uses a constructivist ontology, which Weed (2009) refers to as “a reality neither objective nor singular, but that multiple realities are constructed by individuals” (p. 507) whereby SPCs were given the opportunity to discuss what they believed to be the components of, and their contributions to, the sport psychology consulting relationship; and an interpretist espistemology, whereby “observations of the world provide indirect indications of phenomena” (Weed, p.507), which will allows the reader to interpret the findings in the current investigation and choose which findings to integrate into their own practice.  
Participants
	Ten experienced SPCs (8 male and 2 female, M age = 50.44 years, M years elite level consulting experience = 21.67 years, M number of pinnacle sports events consulted at = 7.2 events) who held current sport psychology/psychology accreditation/certification (British Association of Sport and Exercise Sciences [BASES], British Psychological Society chartered status [BPS], Association of Applied Sport Psychology [AASP], American Psychological Association licensed psychologist [APA]) and who had attended at least five elite sport competitions and had provided sport psychology support to elite athletes who were competing at these sport events (elite sport competitions attended in a consulting capacity included: British Premiership [Soccer], Commonwealth Games, European Championships, summer and winter Olympic Games, NASCAR, Pan-American Games, Spanish La Ligua [Soccer], ATP Tennis Tour, World Championships, World Cups) were purposefully sampled. These experienced SPCs were sampled due to the fact they have had both more opportunities to practice applied sport psychology and a wider exposure to different types of clients, so their perceptions of the consulting relationship may differ from less experienced consultants.  
	With the aim of adding credibility to the sharing of best professional practice, all participants were asked if they would be willing to waive their right to anonymity, while confidentiality was assured through no direct quotes or identifiable information (such as interview quotes) being directly linked to any one participant by name. Nine SPCs agreed to waive their anonymity; with one SPC wishing to remain anonymous. The following experienced SPCs agreed to waive their anonymity: Kate Goodger (G.B. based SPC; BPS and BASES accredited, had consulted at 3 Olympic Games); Dan Gould (U.S. based SPC; consulted at 2 Olympic Games and at NASCAR events); Peter Haberl (U.S. based SPC; APA and AASP accredited, attended 6 Olympic Games & 1 Paralympic Games, one Pan-American Games & numerous World Championships); Lew Hardy (G.B. based SPC; BPS and BASES accredited, consulted at numerous World and European Championships, former Chairperson of BOA psychology steering group); Chris Harwood (G.B. based SPC; BPS and BASES accredited, consulted with British Premiership Football Clubs and on the ATP Tennis Tour); Anne-Marte Penssgard (Norway based SPC; worked at 5 Olympic Games & numerous World and European Championships); Ian Maynard (G.B. based SPC; BPS accredited, worked at 2 Olympic Games, 2 Commonwealth Games, 18 World Championships); Sean McCann (U.S. based SPC; APA and AASP accredited, attended 10 Olympic Games & numerous World Championships); Len Zaichkowsky (Canadian based SPC; AASP accredited, worked at World & European Championships, Spanish La Ligua [Soccer]). 
Data Collection
Data were collected through individual semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with the primary investigator. A semi-structured interview guide was developed to ensure that the same systematic and comprehensive lines of inquiry were followed with each individual while also allowing some flexibility to allow topics to be approached and explored in a variety of ways (a copy of the interview guide can be obtained on request from the first author). These participants had previously been involved in an investigation examining what they believed to be essential for consulting effectiveness at elite sport competitions (citation removed for blind review). Results from that study indicated that effective consulting was reflective of building a relationship with clients that had a positive impact on the individual and which the client was both happy with and willing to continue to develop. Question topics for the current investigation were developed based on previous counselling and psychotherapy literatures, and the gap in our knowledge of the sport psychology consulting relationship. Questions explored characteristics of consulting relationships (What characteristics do your consulting relationships have in common?), SPC and client contributions to the consulting relationship (What do you think the athlete needs to bring to the consulting relationship to ensure effectiveness?), and lessons learnt from the best and worst relationships (Can you give me an example of your best consulting relationship with an athlete? Why was this your best relationship?). The interview guide was pilot-tested with two experienced SPCs to check participant understanding and flow of the interview questions, resulting in no changes to the structure or content of the interview guide.
Following university research board ethical approval, SPCs were identified via purposeful sampling and contacted via email to organize individual face-to-face interviews. Interviews were organized at a time and location suitable to each participant and were conducted by the first author who had considerable experience using qualitative research methodology. Interviews ranged in duration from 70 mins to 90 mins. Each interview was audio-recorded with the participant’s written consent. The interviews were later transcribed verbatim by the primary researcher yielding 188 single-spaced pages of data in total. 
Data Analysis
Data analysis procedures commenced shortly after each interview to establish if any emergent categories warranted further exploration in the interviews which followed.  Given that the purpose of the analysis was to gain an understanding of the necessary components of an effective sport psychology consulting relationship, and to examine the individual contributions of the SPC and client to the consulting relationship, an inductive content analysis approach was employed to search for common themes across all data (Weber, 1990).  Adhering to an interpretist epistemological approach, interview data was  inductively analysed and classified, and reduced to more relevant and manageable information units to form explanations that reflected the detail, evidence and examples provided by participants during the interviews. While also ensuring the voice of the participants could be interpreted by the reader.  
	A number of coding procedures were used during the analysis process, specifically open coding, line-by-line coding, and constant comparison methods were employed, until saturation was achieved (i.e., when no new sub-categories, categories or themes emerge; Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  Throughout the course of these coding procedures there were no pre-determined categories, sub-categories, and concepts, instead these were generated from the interview data to describe and explain what SPCs believed essential for the consulting relationship, and individuals contributions to the relationship. The analytic procedures used within this investigation were not regarded as rigid or static; rather researchers have argued the need for the qualitative analysis process to remain a free-flowing, flexible, and creative process, which allows for analysis to be modified until a satisfactory process has been generated (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). These coding methods allowed the researcher to interact with the data to produce meaningful pieces of information to produce a set of concepts and novel relationships which adequately represented what experiences SPCs believed to be essential for the sport psychology consulting relationship (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 
Methodological Rigor
With the aim of enhancing the credibility of the research findings, and based on Tracy’s (2010) recommendations, the following steps were followed to ensure accurate and rigorous findings were presented to the reader: First, a member reflection checking procedure was employed. Verbatim interview transcripts along with the researcher’s preliminary interpretations were then sent to each participant for member reflections. During this process participants had the opportunity to determine if the researchers interpretations of their words within the transcripts were true, accurate, balanced and respectful (Sparkes & Smith, 2009). Second, thick descriptions of extensive participant quotations were included, with the aim of providing the reader with abundant concrete detail that they may come to their own conclusions (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002; Tracy, 2010). In addition, a number of vignettes have been included to provide the reader with detailed insight into the behaviours, beliefs, and applied practice of experiences SPCs. As Erickson (2012) argued, the inclusion of vignettes allows for a “vivid portrayal of the conduct of an event of everyday life… described in the natural sequence of their occurrence” (p.149).  These have been used to promote individual judgements on the approaches and challenges SPCs face within the real world context of the sport psychology consulting relationship (Hazel, 1995; Hughes, 1998; Tracy, 2010).
Results and Discussion
With the aim of avoiding repetition, and guided by the emergent categories, the results and discussion of specific findings sections have been combined. Each of the emergent categories are presented in Table 1 and will be discussed with supporting participant quotes with the aim of giving detailed insight into experienced SPC views of the consulting relationship. To ensure anonymity, participants were identified with “SPC” followed by a random number 1 to 10 (e.g., SPC3).
SPC contributions to the consulting relationship
Exploration of participant responses on SPC contributions to the consulting relationship found that the SPC needs to demonstrate; (a) Honesty; (b) Commitment; (c) Knowledge and expertise; (d) Counselling skills; and (e) Professional ethical behaviour;   
Honesty. SPCs believed “being honest with [clients] and trying to be as genuine as possible” to be an important SPC contribution to the consulting relationship. “Honesty is crucial… You’ve got to be authentic…  Young people see straight through stuff which is not authentic… They want to see the real person.  They want to know that the real person is good enough (SPC2).  
One of the most important consults that I ever did -- probably the one that set me up in the [name of sport] world… It’s solely around one consult where I got lucky… I got it right but I could have got it wrong, just as easily as I got it right. I didn’t know the answer.  I said to the guy “I need an hour, can I have an hour?” and he said “yeah”.  I said “okay I’ll come back in an hour”.  I went for a walk, I went through everything I knew, did a systematic analysis, I took some educated guesses, came back went “okay, we’re going to do this”.  We did it, he won a bronze medal.  First medal [Country] had won at a Games for a long time.  So buying time, being honest and just going I don’t know, I think they actually respect you for that.  They don’t respect you for bullshitting… Honesty and authenticity are [essential] (SPC2).
The emergent concept of honesty has clear links to previous research investigating both athlete and SPC perspectives on consulting effectiveness (Sharp & Hodge, 2011; 2013). Within these investigations athletes and SPCs identified the need for both members of the sport psychology consulting relationship to be open and honest with one another.  In addition, links can be made to Rogers (1957) concept of genuineness within the sport psychology consulting relationship. SPCs involved within the present investigation discussed the need for the SPC to bring genuineness and allow the client to gain a sense of who they are as a person.  Although the areas of honesty and genuineness have been investigated in detail within the counselling and general psychology literatures (Lambert & Barley, 2001), the current investigation provides a novel insight into the use of both concepts within the sport psychology relationship.  However, the magnitude of this genuineness may be influenced by the amount of self-referent responses of the SPC. Danish, D’Augelli, and Hauer (1980) define self-referent responses as responses in which the counsellor shares their personal thoughts, feelings and experiences to facilitate the helping interaction.  Research into the influence of counsellor self-referent on the relationship in counselling and general psychology has provided often contradictory empirical findings and theoretical conceptualisations (Henretty & Levitt, 2010).  Considering this, further exploration of the amount and types of SPC self- referent responses and its impact on the sport psychology consulting relationship is needed. Furthermore, practitioners must ensure that they have adequate training with respect to employing genuineness, openness, and self-referent responses within their practice. 
Commitment. These SPCs believed that it was essential that they demonstrate commitment to the consulting relationship through being available to their clients. Specifically, “it’s commitment to them; to their progression and everything else… It’s [being] prepared to do what it takes… Time, energy, availability, all of the above really” (SPC3).  “Being present… Being available” (SPC7) while also being available “… absolutely all the time” (SPC4) was consistently discussed by all SPCs. Demonstrating availability for clients included “being accessible, being available… spending time with them in their [environment] together, spending time in one and others company” (SPC2) in addition, “I think you’ve got to be prepared to go the extra mile and to understand the commitments they’re making.  I believe in going the extra mile, and doing whatever it takes and that’s just what you’d expect of the athlete” (SPC3). 
It is interesting to note the importance these SPCs placed on demonstrating commitment to their clients and the consulting relationship. Furthermore, these results give practitioners clear examples of how to best demonstrate this commitment (i.e., being accessible and available to the client). SPC commitment has recently been discussed by coaches as an essential component in the development of an effective consulting relationship between SPCs and coaches (Sharp & Hodge, 2013). Coaches believed that attendance at training and competitions demonstrated SPC commitment outside of consulting sessions (Sharp & Hodge, 2013).  
Knowledge and expertise. The knowledge and expertise of the SPC was perceived to be a key component in an effective consulting relationship. “You need to know what the heck you’re talking about” (SPC10); “having that knowledge base and understanding… human functioning” (SPC5).  “I bring my knowledge, my background, and my analytical skills in order to maybe challenge, maybe view a case from different angles” (SPC8). In addition, being able to transfer that knowledge to the client was believed to be critical, “that ability to teach skills that athletes’ can hone -- it gives them a better chance to put their attention to where they want to be” (SPC7).   “In high end sport you have to be good at what you do. They don’t care what your credentials are, whether you are a PhD or a high school dropout, as long as you can do the job” (SPC9). “Expertise… that’s why they’re coming to see you… First instance you’ve got to know your stuff and you’ve got to be effective in what you’re doing… Then adaptability within your style to suit and match as needed” (SPC5).  “It takes two to dance, I’m sort of the dance instructor... It’s much more for me to adapt to your learning style” (SPC10).  
Having the knowledge to know how much I do know, how much I don’t know, not getting into obviously technical things, or things where it’s really a coach’s role. But having a specific knowledge where I can use the same language as the [name of sport]. Even give them language from… an athlete who won an Olympic medal, without identifying that athlete, but to be able to say have you thought about doing this?  “Wow that’s great” “well it’s not my idea, I heard this from a great athlete in your sport” sort of thing.  So that sport specific knowledge gives you credibility which gives you greater access, which helps athletes take a risk to try something new, try something different (SPC6).  
	Considering the vast experience of the participants, it is interesting to note that these SPCs still believed that SPC knowledge was essential in the development of an effective consulting relationship. Having knowledge of psychological and behaviour change theory and practice, as well a knowledge of how best to get this information across to the client, were believed to be key. This finding extends the work of Anderson et al. (2004) who reported that elite British athletes regarded knowledge of sport psychology, and knowledge of the athlete’s sport to be important for an effective SPC.
Counselling skills. In addition to honesty, participants discussed the need for SPCs to bring counselling skills to the consulting relationship. These skills included, (a) focus on the whole person not just the athlete; (b) providing comfort; and (c) listening to the athlete. For example, SPC3 observed that: “I think the little things like that just show that you are interested in them as an individual rather than just as a client, which I think kind of helps”. SPC9 reinforced the whole person focus: “It is important you get to know them their family and up-bringing as well as you can without intruding too much” (SPC9). In addition, SPC1 and SPC7 highlighted athlete needs assessment: “I think the most important thing I bring in is just concentration on them… be the most attentive consultant I can be to their needs… and always trying to be there and accessible to them if they need me” (SPC1); “A certain skill set that I bring to addressing the athletes concerns and problems that they want to work on…. Having the skills to work with issues that seem to be clearly beyond sports but definitely impact sports” (SPC7). These SPCs believed that by focusing on the whole person they could provide “a lot of comfort to the athlete. It’s rare that I get somebody who feels uncomfortable around me, I get along with new people and so it’s just having them be comfortable around me:” (SPC9).  Listening skills were believed to be a key skill to bring to the consulting relationship. “First and foremost I listen.  So often in sessions I don’t do much talking, I maybe ask questions, but mostly I listen [and] I think” (SPC7). “Just hearing their story so letting them speak or encouraging or helping them to speak” (SPC5). “I’m open to hearing, open to criticism, open to feedback from them” (SPC1). 
Researchers have previously argued that being able to listen to clients, SPCs must understand what they are doing, and also how they are doing it and have highlighted the importance of self-awareness training (Petitpas et al., 1999). However, the current investigation extends beyond this and highlighted the need for SPCs to demonstrate a number of counselling skills; specifically an interest in the client as a person not just an athlete, providing comfort, as well as demonstrating to the client that they were being listened to. Although the present results were in agreement with Orlick and Partington’s (1987) comments on counselling skills as essential skills for an effective SPC, the current investigation highlighted the need for the SPC to use counselling skills in order to actively engage with the client within the consulting relationship.  
Professional and ethical behaviour. Both trust and boundaries were identified by SPCs as key characteristics that they brought to the consulting relationship. It was perceived by participants to be the responsibility of the SPC to “know the importance of trust and boundaries. Also with that professionalism, then I know they’ll get consistency from me (SPC5). “Ethical behaviour...knowing how to behave in a dressing room, when to go into their players’ space… Being very professional, ethical, be up front with them with things such as confidentiality” (SPC9).  
SPCs discussed this delicate balance in maintaining their boundaries of practice, stating that there were “advantages of being very close to the athletes… it’s difficult. You have to understand your role, the position you have” (SPC8). “There needs to be some way to set boundaries for you to be effective” (SPC6). SPC7 further explains:
I get very close to the athletes and at the same time there is always a distance. I think there has to be a distance because I am their sport psychologist not their friend.  Even though to them it may feel as though I am their friend.  I have very friendly feelings towards them. 
The responses of these SPCs indicated that maintaining professional relationship boundaries was challenging. SPC6 openly discussed the challenges faced in maintaining relationship boundaries, stating, “as someone who loves people, I’m drawn to friendships, I’d like to be friends with some of these people and I have to stop myself a little bit.  Overall for longevity in my career it’s been a useful decision.” This challenge was also discussed by SPC8 who commented:
I think that’s hard to balance sometimes, especially with some athletes which you really like and want to be friends with maybe you would have easily been friends if you hadn’t been in that position. But as long as you are aware of that [then] I think it doesn’t become a problem.
On the other hand, three SPCs observed that as a result of working with a client over a long period a personal relationship with the client was inevitable. “If a personable relationship [has] emerged with a client it’s been one which has only occurred over a very extensive period of time” (SPC1). Furthermore, one SPC believed that a personal relationship was essential:
If you are going to work with someone over a prolonged period of time in the most intense of environments where you live with one and other, on tour, at a world championships… And there is nothing other than a professional relationship [then] I think you are missing a trick…Am I saying that you should never get emotionally involved with your client? That’s nonsense.  They stick their neck on the line every time they go out there and perform.  If your neck isn’t on the line with them, you’re a fraud.  If you are not emotionally attached to their performance, you’re a fraud.  If you are emotionally attached to their performance and you are living with them, how the hell are you not going to be emotionally attached to them?  You work together closely on something, to make something great, to achieve something great.  I can’t see how you do that without personal emotion and passion (SPC2). 
Considering the extensive experience the participants involved within this investigation have, it is evident that these individuals have been able to develop clear guidelines for the development of any personal relationship between themselves and their client that they believe has enabled them to behave in an ethical and professional manner. The level of personal relationships discussed by these SPCs can be linked back to Gelso’s (2009) argument that a real relationship will exist any time two people can relate to one another. Furthermore, Gelso (2009) believed that it is inevitable that personal feelings and attitudes toward one another separate from the working alliance will develop with the relationship. It could be argued that with the amount of time, and the often informal nature of the sport psychology relationship, it will be inevitable that personal relationships will develop between the client and the SPC. However, SPC behaviours such as over-supporting the client, trying to befriend the client, engaging in too much self-disclosure may possibly damage the relationship by serving the countertransference needs of the SPC rather than the needs of the athlete/client (Ligiero & Gelso, 2002). Further exploration of the impact of the real personal relationship on the working alliance within sport psychology is needed. 
Client contributions to the consulting relationship
In relation to client contributions to the sport psychology consulting relationship, responses highlighted the need for the client to contribute: (a) Openness of client to change; (b) Client honesty; and (c) Willingness of client to work.  
Openness of client to change. These SPCs believed the client needed to demonstrate “a willingness to be open” (SPC7), “come in open, they’re not afraid to change” (SPC10), and with “a degree of openness to working together” (SPC1). As SPC5 explained:
They don’t always know what they’re coming for or how you can help them, but they’ve got to be open to the idea of being helped. If they don’t come with that then … either they go away and think about it and come back, or it’s not going to work really (SPC5). 
These results provided a novel insight into the development of the sport psychology consulting relationship. Specifically, although the client was not always aware why they wanted to work with a SPC, these SPCs believed that by starting work with a SPC clients were showing an openness to change and therefore perceived that the services offered by the SPC could assist them. These findings were in agreement with researchers in counselling and psychotherapy, who have previously argued that “the act of seeking services creates an expectation that the services will be effective and is thus therapeutic” (Wampold & Budge, 2012, p.612). Furthermore, previous research within sport psychology has discussed the importance of client engagement in feedback regarding the effectiveness of the work conducted within the relationship (Halliwell, 1990; Ravizza, 1990).
Client honesty. SPCs emphasized the need for clients to demonstrate “an honesty and truthfulness about their performance” (SPC9). Assisting the client to develop “communication, trust, honest, openness, and commitment” (SPC3) was regarded as key to developing an effective consulting relationship. One of the things you need to read is, were they sent there or did they come there on their own volition?” (SPC10) This sentiment was further expanded by SPC3 who commented that “I’m a great believer in… in the athletes choosing to work with the sport psychologist, as opposed to being told to.”  These SPCs believed that such voluntary engagement in SP work demonstrated a “willingness to work” (SPC5) with the SPC; “I think that’s the only thing you can really want from them is the wish to want to develop something… and have an interest in being there” (SPC8). “Willingness to work a little bit, maybe do some homework, willingness to try out stuff… A willingness to challenge, and really be a true partner and not just go along with things” (SPC6).
The emergent concept of the need for client honesty within the sport psychology relationship and the use of sport psychology services emphasised the unique environment in which clients start work with a SPC. These SPCs highlighted the novel nature of this relationship, and believed it to be essential that clients were honest about their willingness to work, and why they came to work with the SPC.  The SPCs believed it was essential that the client was open, honest, and truly themselves with the SPC they were working with. Clear links between client honesty can be made to the earlier discussions of rapport and trust. Furthermore, additional links can also be made between honesty and Gelso and Carter’s (1994) concept of a real relationship and within that the value of genuineness which is reflective of “the individual’s ability and willingness to be what they truly are within the relationship – to be authentic, open and honest” (p.297). 
Willingness of client to work. Client willingness to work as a partner with the SPC was also interpreted by SPCs as client motivation. “They need to bring motivation. Motivation and receptivity to working on sport performance and their training performance, everything to do with their sport holistically” (SPC1). As one SPC commented “[Psychological] skills need to be trained.  If I don’t train the skills I can’t use them when it matters the most” (SPC7).  “There’s some people that are really effective clients, they listen, they follow through, they self-regulate well” (SPC10), in comparison SPC1 provided some insight into the challenges faced when working with less willing clients: 
I remember the one big mistake that I made was assuming the coaches would want to work on their own development, performance as coaches… It became crystal clear early… that the coaches wanted me to work with players and the players only. Whenever it came to a potential intervention which would involve coach communication skills, coach leadership, or coaches’ behaviour towards the player… you knew that the coaches weren’t willing to work on themselves as coaches or willing to entertain [that] to be part of an intervention (SPC1).  
Client motivation for change can impact the client’s engagement while in therapy, whether the client stays in therapy, and how positively the therapy can impact the patient (Prochaska & Norcross, 2001). In their discussion of a self-determination approach to psychotherapy, Ryan and Deci (2008) argued that the application of Self Determination Theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000) as an approach to psychotherapy and behaviour change was not only useful to develop the content of therapeutic sessions, but could also be applied across various systems of practice. Creating client independence can be linked specifically to the psychological need of autonomy. Autonomy literally means “self-rule” and refers to self-initiation, volition, and willing approval of one’s behaviour. Athletes who act with a sense of autonomy engage in sport (and in psychological support) for their own valued reasons and believe that participation is their choice (Lonsdale, Hodge, & Rose 2008; Deci & Ryan, 2000). SDT researchers propose that in encouraging client autonomy in the therapeutic process, the client would more easily integrate learning and behaviour change which would result in more successful treatment outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2008). 
	 To date there is limited research investigating client contributions to the sport psychology consulting relationship. The responses of these SPCs provided important insights into the contributions client’s make to the consulting relationship, and highlighted that at the elite level, developing and supporting client autonomy enhances client motivation to work on the desired behaviour change within the sport psychology consulting relationship. Furthermore, practitioners could use the current findings as a basis to help educate potential clients on what they should consider contributing while working with the SPC. 
Components of the Sport Psychology Consulting relationship
Examination of participant’s responses regarding the components necessary for an effective sport psychology consulting relationship while working within elite sport uncovered five sub-categories. The sport psychology consulting relationship was perceived to involve; (a) rapport; (b) respect; (c) trust; (d) a partnership, and (e) a positive impact on the client.
Rapport. In order for the sport psychology relationship to develop effectively SPCs commented on the need for “rapport with the individual... you just need to try to see behind the athlete” (SPC8). “So that ability to build rapport and to find the level of communication that’s most effective for them” (SPC5). “It’s a question of saying how do I get through to them… to explain things straightforwardly without being like a teacher” (SPC7).  The SPCs believed there to be “lots of different ways of building rapport, and part of that comes from teaching, so it might be talking about, I tend to use phrases like “you know I’m a non-paddler so you’ve got to explain this to me” so I change the power dynamic so I’m the beginner and they are in a much more comfortable position” (SPC5). The concept of changing the power dynamic, where the SPC encouraged the client to take on the role of the expert within the relationship, is an interesting and novel technique used by these SPCs to develop rapport. This links well with McCann’s (2000) earlier discussions on the need for collaborative consulting relationships which allow for give-and-take of knowledge between the SPC and their client (who may be the senior partner in the relationship).  
In order for rapport to develop these SPCs believed that there is a need for both dyad members to like each other. SPC10 explained, “You gotta pass a good guy, good girl test… that’s relationship building. The first meeting is a try out for their team and they make a decision on whether I have useful information or if my style doesn’t fit theirs”. 
If your personality doesn’t match with theirs [then rapport is hard to establish]… I was working with the [National team] in preparation for the World Cup; one of the [players] hated my guts, hated me. I don’t know why… I didn’t know her… I didn’t interact with her… But she hated me for some reason. Now the rest of the players were okay… Some I got on really well with. When they beat [name of opponents] in the rain so qualified to go to the [name of event] Final, they were absolutely over the moon. Every girl came up and said thanks, except this one (SPC4). 
In comparison, SPC2 commented on the need for the SPC to like their client. “I wouldn’t work with anyone I didn’t like.  If I met the person and I really didn’t like you, I would go no I’m not doing this, I don’t need to do it, why bother?  I’m at the stage in my career where I don’t need to do it” (SPC2). The SPCs also commented that there was also the need to “enjoy working with people and that comes from that good relationship. You can have a bit of banter but you also know that you can influence change, and that you’re useful to that athlete” (SPC5). SPC2 believed this could be assisted by “doing something that means it’s not always serious, there has to be a bit of affection I think.” This personal connection between the client and SPC has been argued by Wampold and Budge (2012) as encouraging the promotion of connectedness with another human being. Within the sport environment it could be argued that the connection between the client and SPC particularly the perceptions by the client of the SPC being invested in assisting in the development of their well-being will have a positive impact on the development of the consulting relationship. 
Respect. Respect was believed to be a key component of the effective consulting relationship. “A relationship in which both respect” (SPC8), where both parties are “being non-judgemental and respectful” (SPC5). “There’s a lot of respect both ways” (SPC8) while also “accepting people for what they are” (SPC4). As SPC2 further explained, “They need to respect you having some knowledge that might be worthwhile.  It ought to be a given that you have some respect for them. They are high level performers, but you are a high level performer too, they might not realise that”.
Trust. “The ability to trust” (SPC7) in the SPC and the services they provide was highlighted by these SPCs. “Trust within the relationship with the athlete and also with the coach” (SPC5) was perceived by the SPCs as a key component of the effective consulting relationship. “A trusting relationship it’s one of the first things I try to establish and build with the coach and with the players… without that you’re really going nowhere.” (SPC9). SPC9 commented that “I’ve had a lot of success consulting all over the world and I think it’s coming back to that idea that I pretty quickly try to establish a trust with someone.” Furthermore, SPC6 discussed the need for trust with respect to confidentiality:
An athlete who came in and spent 15 minutes saying our team’s going to the [organization’s] board because we all hate our coach…he’s destructive, he’s ruining our team, and we are going to the board to get him replaced at the end of the session. It’s great to get that off my chest, we are all super stressed out, and this is really hard for us.  Then she goes off to the dining hall for lunch and then 15 minutes later I go up there.  And as I’m walking in the door the coach, who she was talking about grabs me and say “Are you eating with anybody?  I really need to talk” and we sit down and start eating the coach and I, and the athlete comes around the corner and sees me talking to the coach, and she has to trust that everything that she said in her relationship is completely confidential (SPC6).  
Developing trusting consulting relationships within sport psychology has been shown to encourage clients to openly discuss private, interpersonal, and environmental factors that influence their performance (Halliwell, 1990). Furthermore, Gould (in Fifer et al., 2008) commented that SPC trustworthiness is constantly tested by clients to monitor if the SPC is maintaining the boundaries of confidentiality that were promised. Researchers within counselling and psychotherapy have shown that a determination of trustworthiness is made within seconds of seeing a face (Benedetti, 2011). Considering this at the most fundamental level, the client will make a determination of whether the therapist is trustworthy almost instantly. Current results highlight that within the sport psychology consulting relationship the client will determine if the SPC passes “the good guy, good girl test” and make the judgement about whether or not they can trust the SPC very quickly which will then result in the development of trust and rapport between the client and SPC. Getting the client to consider their responses to the questions “Do you like and respect your SPC to do the work you expect to do?” and “Does your SPC respect and appreciate you enough?” will highlight “client buy-in” to the process while also highlighting the interpersonal alliance Bordin (1979) believed to be essential for dyad members to work together to address the needs of the client (Hatcher & Barends, 2006). 
It could be argued that the client’s initial judgement of the SPC is influenced by the characteristics demonstrated by the SPC and therefore could be discussed under the rubric of transference. The client responds to the SPC in ways that resemble behavioural responses to significant others in the client’s life. The SPCs perceived these responses as having a positive impact on the consulting relationship as it was believed to help rapport and trust develop therefore enhancing the bond between the dyad members. However, practitioners should be aware that there is also the possibility of transference having a negative impact on the consulting relationship, where the SPC is not liked by the client and may result in the SPC struggling to develop rapport and trust with the client. Andersen (2000) has previously discussed that “transference and countertransference are powerful phenomena” (p.8). Therefore, there is a need for SPCs to develop an awareness of themselves, and monitor transference and countertransference within the consulting relationship through SPC training and peer supervision (Stevens & Andersen, 2007).
A Partnership. The consulting relationship with elite athletes was perceived by these SPCs to be a partnership. SPC6 discussed how the consulting relationship is “a partnership; they really need to push back.  I try and model that, and I ask them for input and say ‘hey, does that make sense?’ or ‘what do you think about that? Is that really realistic?’” (SPC6).  Dyad members were perceived to be “equals… they bring the same passion, affection, respect, commitment.  We both have to have all of those bits if we are going to do this. If they don’t… then I’m not going to be able to help” (SPC2). The partnership within the consulting relationship was perceived to include, (a) boundaries, (b) agreement of goals, and (c) coach involvement. 
SPCs highlighted that the informal nature of the elite environments in which they work did not lessen the need for professional boundaries, “you are meeting on a chair lift, in a dining hall, in a bar, wherever.  There are all those things that aren’t the same as traditional clinical practice, but the bedrock of boundaries in relationships, of confidentiality, is still really important” (SPC6). Despite the informal structure SPC5 explained that “from the beginning [I’m] very clear about guidelines of what my role is… I’m not here to judge, I’m here to help. Explaining about confidentiality and I guess the security comes with that” (SPC5).  Previous research has highlighted the informal nature of the environment in which sport psychologists work (e.g., Fifer, Henschen, Gould, & Ravizza,  2008; McCann, 2000; Sharp & Hodge, 2011) and the SPCs involved within the current investigation further reinforced the need for clear boundaries within the SPC-athlete relationship in order to allow the client’s trust to develop. 
A big difference between most classic clinical psychologists [is that], if a client you work with asks you out for a beer, you wouldn’t go out for a beer.  But if I’m on the road with the team for two weeks and we have dinner together and coach says ’You wanna grab a glass of wine at the bar?’ it’s like ‘yes I will’.  I don’t hesitate to do that, because that is really some of the most useful time that I get with teams because coaches let down their guard and are comfortable talking to me in that environment… I know [for] some people that is going over a line they wouldn’t go over, but for me I don’t have a problem with it (SPC7).  
SPC7’s discussions provide further insight into the informal environment that often characterizes experienced practitioner’s work, while also highlighting that some practitioners may feel uncomfortable working within such an informal environment. However, these examples emphasize that if SPCs have clearly identified boundaries for their relationships with clients, and adhere to their ethical code of conduct consultancy work can occur anywhere. It would be remiss not to acknowledge at this point the similarities and overlap between the emergent components of the sport psychology consulting relationship and that of the coach-athlete relationship. The work of Jowett and Poczwardowski (2007) highlighted that in order for the coach-athlete relationship to be successful there is a need for rapport, respect, and trust between both dyad members. Although these components were regarded as essential by these SPCs, it is important to note the differences in role of the coach and SPC when working with the athlete. 
The SPCs noted the need for both dyad members to agree on goals for the relationship. “You are both on the same wavelength in terms of what you are prepared to [do] and what you are, to kind of get the result” (SPC3); in addition the need to achieve “clarity on what we’re working towards… athlete by-in and coach buy-in” (SPC5) was highlighted. McCann (2000) recommended using “a partnership approach (which) allows for give and take feedback to the SPC, and plenty of flexibility when dealing with the athlete” (p. 210). It is interesting to note that by working with the client to agree about the goals for the relationship, participants believed that the SPC was demonstrating to the client that they are invested, and a partner within the consulting relationship. The agreement of goals between the SPC and the client echoed Bordin’s (1979) concept of goal agreement, where the client and SPC agree upon goals and work collaboratively towards achieving the set goals. Therefore, practitioners in their work with their clients should to be aware of the need to identify the goals for their work together early on in the relationship in order to ensure that there are opportunities for success. However, Danish, Petitpas, and Hale (1993) warned that clients may face roadblocks when working towards their goals and on occasion these blocks must be overcome before work on the goals can commence.
SPCs discussed the involvement of athlete’s coaches within the relationship partnership. 
It’s not just working with a client in isolation of any buy-in or work by the coach it’s actually having everyone on board… It’s more congruence between the work of the coach, the player, and myself. All buying into the same idea around the intervention work that’s going to take that performer to the next level. (SPC1). 
While Bordin’s (1979) discussion of the therapeutic working alliance provided clear guidelines for the developing the working alliance within individual psychology, the work of Pinsof, Horvath, and Greenberg, (1994) explored the working alliance with the inclusion of additional people within the alliance. Pinsof and colleagues (1994) proposed that a therapist working with multiple family members can have a consulting relationship with one, a few, or all family members. Despite the SPCs believing it was important to involve the athlete’s coach within the sport psychology consulting process, little research has focused on this important area within the sport psychology literature. The limited research to date has highlighted the flexible nature of the SPC in working with both the athlete and their coach independently (Sharp & Hodge, 2013). Furthermore, Sharp and Hodge (2011) have stressed the need for flexibility when working with coaches; flexibility in structure, content, length and location of sessions.  Considering the limited literature to date, and the recommendations made by these SPCs, practitioners should be aware of the potential need for coach inclusion within the consulting relationship, but ensure that appropriate boundaries are in place.
A positive impact on the client. The effective consulting relationship was perceived to have a positive impact on the client. Specifically;
Something positive has happened… It’s not something you read about in textbooks, but being a positive person with them, just role modelling and trying to help them find the positives in their life, in their performances, and everything else… I think that’s a really important part of it (SPC3).
There appeared to be clear links between this component and the earlier components of SPC commitment and counselling skills, which highlighted the need for the SPC to demonstrate commitment to getting to know the client as a whole person not just an athlete. These findings also support Andersen’s (2000) argument that although performance success is the apparent goal of applied sport psychology work, the health, welfare and overall happiness of the client are the basis for the relationship and should not be neglected.  
Summary and General Discussion
 This investigation sought to examine what experienced SPCs perceived to be the necessary components of an effective sport psychology consulting relationship, as well as examine the individual contributions of the SPC and client to the consulting relationship. These findings provide less experienced SPC practitioners with a number of original and unique insights into the complex nature of the sport psychology consulting relationship as well as the components necessary to develop an effective consulting relationship. The sport psychology consulting relationship was found to encompass the purposive, collaborative work of the client and SPC towards making a positive impact while also meeting the needs of the client. The qualities of trust, respect, rapport highlight the “human relationship” or bond between the client and the SPC, while also highlighting the individual contributions of each dyad member. The components identified by the SPCs within the current investigation have clear similarities to the common themes identified within counselling and psychotherapy relationships, specifically; (a) the collaborative nature of the relationship; (b) the affective bond between patient and therapist; and (c) the patient’s and therapist’s agreement on treatment goals and tasks (Bordin, 1979; Shick Tryon et al., 2007).
Despite the range in education, training, and roles of the SPCs involved within this investigation, they were clear on the components that they were required to contribute to the consulting relationship; specifically honesty, commitment, knowledge, and expertise, counselling skills and professional ethical behaviour to the consulting relationship. These SPCs believed it was essential to demonstrate that they were committed to their client and the relationship, through their availability and working with the client to agree about goals for their work together. These SPCs also believed that SPCs need to bring counselling skills to the relationship, in order to listen and focus on the client and provide them with comfort. In one of the first studies to investigate client contributions to the sport psychology consulting relationship, results from the present investigation indicated that the client needs to bring an openness to change, honesty, trust, and a willingness to work. These SPCs believed that in order for an effective relationship to develop the client must be prepared to be open and honest and willing to work on their performance. The SPCs believed that client motivation for change had a substantial impact on their engagement within the relationship; therefore practitioners should consider how they can encourage the development of their client’s psychological needs within the consulting relationship.   
These findings offer a number of practical suggestions that may be useful for SPCs to contemplate. We provide readers with the following practical implications for consideration within their applied practice. First, there is a need for practitioners to demonstrate commitment to their client within the consulting relationship while also helping to meet the basic needs of the client. Second, there is a need for practitioners to educate their clients on their role and contribution within the consulting relationship, in order to assist with client engagement. Third, practitioners have to clearly identify, and adhere to ethical boundaries of the consulting relationship.  
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Table 1.Emergent categories and sub-categories	
Categories	      Sub-categories	Concepts
SPC contributions to the consulting relationship 	HonestyCommitmentKnowledge and expertiseProfessional ethical behaviorCounselling skills	Focus on the whole personProviding comfortListening to the athlete
Client contributions to the consulting relationship	Openness to changeHonestyWillingness to work	
Components of the consulting relationship	RapportRespectTrustA positive impact on the clientA partnership 	BoundariesAgreement of goalsCoach involvement




